Into the Whale's Belly

The fleet lies at anchor just below them. It is moored to the
marble quays, and the masts are as tall as the houses. The sailors,
high aloft, can see into the rooms and shout questions to the men
upon the balconies. They are often hidden by a sudden bellying
of the canvas, for the sails haul up slowly upon the masts. It
seems as gradual a process as the green of spring coming upon the
trees. Down below, the wooden gangways lead directly from the
quays into the innermost belly of each ship. They are like the draw-
bridges that cross the moat and plunge into the blackness of the
barbican. The ship's side has been opened for their entrance; and
this, in its improbability, is as though a huge whale has been
towed to the landing-stage and a hole cut into its bloated and dis-
tended body. For the height of the ship, as if lifts and falls upon
the swell, is altogether monstrous and disproportionate. It is as
high, or higher, than its own length.

The whole fleet is identically the same in these particulars, but
with no two details of construction alike. Wherever there is
opportunity there is an infinity of difference as though the prime
difficulty lay in building any two boats alike. Within the common
canons of construction they show every dissimilarity that could
be worked into their design. And they are as elaborately fanciful
as any castle giving on to a cliff of trees, or low down above a
mere of waters.

It is, first of all, a question of these very masts. They are shaped
as a tilting lance for a tournament, and are flying a superfluity of
banners. They sport little wooden galleries, as high up the mast
as that will bear them, and these are shielded, shoulder high, from
the flight of arrows. The men, who make use of them, must stay
aloft through the battle and not venture out upon the ladders.
But they can control the fight and pour down boiling oil and lead
upon the enemy's decks, if any ship is bold enough to come along-
side and grapple with them.

The poop and stem of each vessel are built up, gallery by
gallery, out of the sea, in diminishing decks, until there is no room
for another; while their whole height of several floors above the
waters is ornamented with all the devices of carving and gilding.
As each ship floats idly at the quay there is time to see this and to
watch the reflection of all their splendour in the pool. Nor is it
any ordinary shadow, thrown sideways along the water, but the
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